In his influential essay "Tradition and the Individual Talent," T. S. Eliot emphasizes the significance of tradition as well as the inevitability of the present talent of the artist. He argues that every artist has his own original and individual themes and techniques that separate him from and link him with his predecessors at the same time. Anne Sexton, the Confessional American woman poet, is a good example that proves this everlasting notion of the allusion to "the dead poets" of the past together with the inevitable existence of the innovative original talent of the poet. Chiefly, Sexton is labeled "Confessional" and is compared with the most remarkable Confessional poets. However, the Confessional mode is not a new movement; it has its roots in the British tradition of the Metaphysical lyrics. It is also manifest in the American tradition of Puritan Poetry. Moreover, Confessional themes and techniques can be seen in the poetry of some Modernists. Meanwhile, Anne Sexton's exceptional Confessional "individual talent" makes her a unique Confessional poet: the uncommon imperfect raw confessions, the unconventional bold sexual imagery, the fearful and astonishing religious symbols and the excessive degrees of "impersonality" are all characteristic examples of Sexton's creative Confessional art.
This paper attempts to throw light on some of the traditional aspects and the innovative characteristics of the poetry of Anne Sexton who is numbered among the pioneers of the Confessional mode that, as some critics claim, emerged in America in the 1950s. In fact, the Confessional mode has had a long and perplexing history since the publication of Saint Augustine's Confessions in the fifth century and the confirmation of the mode by Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Confessions in the eighteenth century. As traced by Laurie Duesing (1992) , the tradition of confession can be noticed in so many literary works. This elongate history reminds one of the timeless critical essay entitled "Tradition and the Individual Talent" by T. S. Eliot who reassures the historical sense of the literary work and the individuation of each work of art at the same time. Anne Sexton's poetry is a good example which proves that the tradition of confession, either religious or secular, has had its roots in the past and the individuality of the poet has its strong impact on the present. Published in the America of the 1960s, Sexton's poetry has not only surprised its audience and critics but shocked them by its unusual and bold technical and thematic innovations.
To explore Sexton's conventional traits and to show her Confessional uniqueness, this paper adopts the following steps. First of all, it refers to the basic critical concepts of T. S. Eliot's most memorable article "Tradition and the Individual Talent" that supports the real existence of Confessional poetry throughout the history of literary criticism. Next, it introduces a short survey of the critics who have disapproved the Confessional mode, and those who have approved it. These critical discrepancies show that those critics have not only overlooked the basic foundations of the Confessional tradition, but they are not accustomed to the poetic subjects this group of poets have tackled as well. Then, it attempts to find out some common ground that connects the Confessional poets of the past with the Confessional pioneers of the 1950s, including Anne Sexton, the poet under investigation. After that, it attempts to apply some of the established Confessional characteristics to some past literary works by the American Puritans, the British Metaphysicals, the British Romantics, and the American Modernists. Finally, it attempts to illustrate Anne Sexton's individual talent that separates her from her predecessors.
To achieve this goal, three basic methods are employed in the paper. First, the chronological method is employed in order to help the researcher investigate the complex history of Confessional writing, starting from the Confessions of St. Augustine to the emergence of the Confessional mode in the America of the 1950s. Second, the comparative method is adopted to point out the similarities that relate the modern Confessional mode of the 1950s to some of the works of their predecessors. Finally, the contrastive method is applied in order to explore the distinctive qualities of Anne Sexton's poetry which illustrate her individual talent.
In his timeless essay, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," T. S. Eliot (1921) constructs a basic corner stone that solves the contradicting debates around the so-called Confessional mode. Eliot emphasizes the notion of viewing the present poetic production in consideration of past artistic works. Therefore, he starts with focusing on the necessity and the importance of scrutinizing and examining the works of both the past as well as the present in the process of literary criticism. He claims that "No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists" (44). To explain this communion between the past and the present, Eliot builds his argument on the concept of what he calls "the historical sense" (43). He sees that "this historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional" (44). Meanwhile, Eliot asserts the inevitability of the novelty and originality of the artist who almost always strives to convey some universal truth that manifests the public rather than the private and focuses on the impersonal rather than the personal. To use his words:
It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular events in his life, that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. His particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in his poetry will be a very complex thing, but not with the complexity of the emotions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions in life. (51) (52) With the growth of a group of poets whose works deal with personal experiences emphasizing the anguish of familial life and the breakdown of the self in the USA in the 1950s, the term 'Confessional' has been founded and become prominent in literary criticism, and with the appearance of the second generation (as discussed by Duesing), the mode has been confirmed. In fact, the application of the term has resulted in many confusing debates: some critics have looked at the subject matter of this type as absolutely "unpoetic," while many others have praised and defended the adoption of the term. Almost all these critics have overlooked the fact that the Confessional stream has had an old literary history; the genre of Confessionalism has been established since the publication of Saint Augustine's Confessions in c. 397, and it has been assured in the late eighteenth century with the emergence of the Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 Rousseau ( -1778 . However, the Confessional poetry of the 1950s cannot be seen as either an ultimately "unpoetic" mode or an absolutely new genre; the Confessional art has had a complex long tradition and it acquires some new characteristics in every stage of its growth throughout history.
Critics, like Michael L. Rosenthal (1959) , who is responsible for applying the term 'confessional' to Robert Lowell's Life Studies (1959) , seem to be torn between accepting and rejecting the application of the term. In his article "Poetry as Confession," he describes the term "confessional" as "both helpful and too limited." He also argues that "possibly the conception of a Confessional school has by now done a certain amount of damage" (154). In another place, he attempts to defend it claiming that a Confessional poem relies heavily on autobiographical details about the poet's real life (The New Poets 131-138).
Also, reluctant between lauding and disparaging the mode, Mellissa Ann Cannon sees the term as inappropriate and too limited. Cannon argues that "the confessional classification has not provided a valuable approach to help us bear what the poems have to say, but has been a theory promoted at the expense of the poems it was constructed to illuminate" (172). In the same book, Cannon stresses the necessity of the use of autobiographical material that characterizes this particular group (128).
Nevertheless, other scholars, like Karl Malkoff, Ralph J. Mills and Robert Phillips, have not only praised this poetic art but they have attempted to find out some common characteristics that distinguish this mode from its contemporaries. Karl Malkoff (1977) , for example, accepts the categorization of this group due to the notion "that they are, in fact oneself consciously attempting a redefinition of the self" (99). Similarly, Ralph J. Mills sees that the Confessional poet recreates himself as a personality; he has selected a self that has been heightened in the process and could not be mistaken for someone else (7). Moreover, Robert Phillips, who agrees with Rosenthal on the idea of depending on autobiographical material, asserts the therapeutic quality of the Confessional poem. In his "The Confessional Poets," Phillips explains that "its goal is self-therapy and a certain purgation" (73-91). In the same manner, Mills supports the therapeutic act of the Confessional poem by referring to the redemptive quality in the work (6).
To explain the endowment of the past Confessional tradition and its communion with the modern Confessional mode of the 1950s, and to demonstrate Anne Sexton's individual talent, it is necessary to lay the groundwork for this discussion by scrutinizing the most common characteristics of the Confessional mode that possibly unite them all. As it will be explained in the next few paragraphs, the marks that gather the members of this school together and connect them to their predecessors can be summed up in six basic aspects: first, the heavy reliance on autobiographical material in order to relive their past tragic lives; second, the employment of some innovative memory that is subjected to shaping and creating new events out of the old ones; third, the therapeutic effect that Confessional poets often strive to attain in order to achieve reconcilement within themselves as well as with the surrounding world; fourth, the engagement of an "I" in a new elegiac form in order to gain sympathy and familiarity with the public; fifth, the utilization of the colloquial language that helps them communicate with their readers; and finally, the accomplishment of the impersonal quality that frees this type from the accusation of being too personal or too documentary.
To begin with, one of the most distinguishing features of the Confessional mode of the 1950s is the heavy reliance on autobiographical material. It is this particular mark that has made a scholar, like Rosenthal, apply the label "confessional" to Robert Lowell's Life Studies, where the poet deals with his private weaknesses, sufferings and transgressions. Other works that depend mainly on autobiography like John Berryman's 77 Dream Songs (1964) , and Sylvia Plath's Arial (1965) have helped critics deal with the application of the term as if it were a new coinage without investigating the problems that could emerge as a result of its application to literary works.
Acknowledging the positive role of autobiography in the literary field, scholars like James Olney manage to defend autobiographical poetry and put it side by side with the approved literary genres. In his criticism, Olney probes the relation of a writer's life to his or her writings. He sees little distinction between autobiography and other genres such as poetry. In fact, he sees both autobiography and other genres as acts of creation. He argues that "Man has always cast his autobiography and has done it in that form to which his private spirit impelled him, often, however, calling the product not an autobiography but a lifework . . . whether it be history or poetry, psychology or theology, political economy or natural science" (3).
Another characteristic feature, that individuates the modern Confessional mode in general and links the whole group together, is the massive reliance on some innovative memory. Most Confessional poets are strongly motivated to recall past personal events especially those painful ones. Yet, the memory they adopt is not mere recalling events; this memory is subjected to some analyses and changes. That is to say, while Confessional poets are recalling events and emotions, they shape and create new fictional narratives out of their past life struggles. Also, in the process of recalling, they may add some details or omit other ones to originate their Confessional art. Thus, in Confessional poetry, one notices some surprising unity between memory and creativity. To illustrate, events of memory can be seen clearly in Robert Lowell's "The Days of Sin," where the poet recalls his sorrowful religious experience. This poem starts with the following lines:
Oh, mournful, mournful time! I prayed: but sin was there:
Sin crept upon my prayer, And made my prayer a crime! 1 (23) This stanza reveals how Lowell depends on memorial past events to convey his themes and communicate with the reader. Also, he carefully connects the past with the present suggesting the continuous spiritual struggle that evokes him to confess and pray all his lifetime.
One more peculiar mark of Confessional poetry is the vital therapeutic effect of the act of writing on both the poet and his readers. Confessional poets practice their art because they have to do so. To them, writing can heal and cure individuals from mental illnesses and spiritual struggles. Yet, this does not mean that art to them is an escape from real life. The Confessional poets are not escapists; they always ask for communion and unity. They are able to face almost all types of social and religious problems and put them down in poems without shame. Also, they often seek reconcilement with the other. In their inquiries, they carry out some inclusion rather than exclusion from society. In other words, writing, to a Confessional poet, is a means of lifting and consoling the self; it reduces mental illnesses and spiritual woes. Generally, this particular characteristic is reported by Liz Bums who sees that "literary reading, or that activity which links different levels of mental process through the medium of poetry, novels and drama, bears a striking resemblance to psychotherapy process" (xviii).
The therapeutic effect of Confessional poetry is associated with one more significant aspect: that is the attempt to redefine the self to communicate with the other. While the main concern of most writers is with man and his relation to God or his relation to the universe, as is seen in most of the poetry of the Metaphysical school, the Confessional poet's main concern is the individual self and its relation to the society. The Confessional poet is almost always preoccupied with a continuous and endless search for a new self because he is dissatisfied with the type of life he/she is leading in the middle of a huge amount of social and religious injustices. He also feels alienated and excluded from society because of some sense of guilt and disgrace. In the process of redefining the self, the Confessional poet searches for communion, too.
Formally, Confessional poetry is characterized by the exploitation of the elegiac form. The suffering speaker within the Confessional poem can better be heard in the "I" of the elegy which Confessional poets have revived. In his "Dying to Write: Reinventing the Elegiac in the Confessional Poetry of John Berryman, Anne Sexton, and Sylvia Plath," Christopher James Carney explains how Confessional poets have contributed to the elegiac form. In this thesis, it is explained how "each of the three poets focused the majority of their work on one personal, particular dimension within the elegy" (v). Besides, this reinvented Confessional elegiac form is supported with a unique crying 'I" in unusual freedom. Those poets often use an 'I' that suggests a unique individual voice full of pain and sorrow. It is an 'I' which is able to convince their listeners and readers and provide them with enough enthusiasm to sympathize with them and to participate in their painful experiences.
Finally, all the above characteristics are made to serve the most important concept of the impersonalization of the apparently so-called personal poetry. Although it seems too difficult to describe the personal as impersonal, the main goal of a Confessional poet is to achieve some reunion with society; his pains and sorrows are the pains and sorrows of the members of the society he/she is living in. Recognizing this principal quality, critics have attempted to find out some impersonal elements in Confessional poetry, e.g., Joanna Grill in "My Sweeney, Mr. Eliot": Anne Sexton and the "Impersonal Theory of Poetry". In this work, Grill compares some of Anne Sexton's poems to T. S. Eliot's most famous impersonal work, "The Waste Land," which includes the personal too.
Significantly, this quality of the impersonality of Confessional poetry has been interrogated by some critics who argue that Confessional poetry of the 1950s is not merely a private expression but it is public poetry written about public issues. For example, Cox and Jones, in "After the Tranquilized Fifties," suggest that "only a maladjusted, psychotic personality can faithfully interpret the maladjusted, psychotic personality of the age in which we live, the truth about ourselves" (108). In this comment, one sees that Confessional poets are preoccupied with inner thoughts as representatives of the whole society. Another critic, Joyce Carol Oates, explains that "poets like Sexton, Plath, and John Berryman have dealt in excruciating detail with collective (and not merely individual) pathologies of our time" (171). Certainly, Confessional poets write not only for themselves but for the public as well. They almost always strive for demonstrating their own agonies and sorrows for the sake of the mass as well as the individual.
In fact, the above mentioned thematic and technical aspects of the Confessional mode that appeared in the America of the 1950s, are not absolutely new; the idea of being confessional in literary tradition had its roots in the past. Strangely enough, one may go back to the Book of Genesis in the Scriptures where one notices how Adam and Eve have tried to justify their sins of violating God's command of not eating from "the tree of knowledge of good and evil". After breaking the command, Adam hides himself. When asked where he is (although God knows) he only says: "I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself (King James Version, Gen. 3, 8) ". Adam does not tell the whole truth. He confesses but his confession is incomplete and blames his wife for participating in committing such a sin that is seen by many Christians as the original sin which all human beings have inherited from their original parents, Adam and Eve. Surely, it is this inheritance that has taught humanity the lesson and the need for confession which has been developed from being religious into being secular in most modern societies around the world.
This long history of confession is also evident in the writings of some ancient leaders of the Christian church. One of the most well-known figures of the early Christian church is St. Augustine of Hippo whose Confessions are still reread and reconsidered by many recent literary critics. Moreover, the stream of Confessional poetry has its origin in the American Puritan poetry. Anne Bradstreet's work, where one notices familial struggle and spiritual agony is a good example. To add, the Metaphysical movement of the seventeenth century England is packed with personal spiritual and physical experiences as it is recognized in Andrew Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress" and John Donne's sonnet "Batter My Heart". Furthermore, the modern Confessional mode is sometimes compared to the Romantic movement specifically in the adoption of the personal 'I'. Finally, the too many critiques that emphasize the impersonal concept that characterize the Confessional mode support the idea of the great influence of the past tradition on the modern Confessional artistic cannon and Walt Whitman's "Song of My Self" deserves the analysis.
In addition to the tradition inherited in the Confessional mode of the 1950s, each Confessional poet seems to be different from the other; each has his own individuality in recalling, analyzing, and shaping his own private experience. In other words, it is true that Robert Lowell, John Berryman, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, the pioneers of the Confessional mode of the 1950s, are joined together with some common characteristics, yet each of them has his own personal experiences he/she employs as the content of the Confessional work. Anne Sexton, the poet under investigation, is a typical example that demonstrates the vital function of tradition and the impact of the individual talent that she has controlled.
To begin with, the legacy of the ancient works of the past is evident in St. Augustine's Confessions, which is considered one of the most valuable literary works of the Western tradition. Augustine's heavy employment of autobiographical material, full reliance on some creative memory, awful search for a new self and the therapeutic effect of his Confessions are all parallel features that can be observed in Anne Sexton's poetry. In his Confessions, Augustine builds his literary work on autobiographical material. In the article "The Literary Unity of the Confessions" that examines Augustine's work as a literary achievement, Kenneth B. Steinhauser claims that in this work "one finds autobiography, philosophy, and exegesis" (15). Also, Henry Chadwick (2001) refers to the central theme of the work as "the alienation of man from his true self." In another place Chadwick states that "Augustine composed his masterpiece, the Confessions (a word carrying the double sense of praise and penitence) . . . in the form of an address to God" (68). Yet, when Chadwick sees that Augustine "adopts the extraordinary form of a prose-poem addressed to his Maker, not to human readers" (90-91), he overlooks the impersonal quality of the work; one of St. Augustine's principal goals in his Confessions is to reunite himself with the public. As a preacher, Augustine's duty is to communicate with his people. This principle of communication links Anne Sexton with St. Augustine.
Like St. Augustine, Anne Sexton exploits too much autobiographical information in her art. Yet, while Augustine juxtaposes the good with the bad, the painless with the painful, Sexton emphasizes the painful and the awful rather than the joyful. When asked by an interviewer why she did not record the joyous moments, Sexton replies, "pain engraves a deeper memory" (Kevles 52). In most of her poems, Sexton probes the familial cruelties and injustices she suffered from. Throughout her life, Sexton experienced her mother's cruelty, her father's abuse, and her husband's negligence. In her poem, "The Double Image," Sexton refers to her sense of guilt and the heavy "old debt" she inherited from the family. She also seems absolutely desperate of gaining forgiveness as is suggested in the following lines:
Ugly angels spoke to me. The blame I heard them say, was mine. Sexton believes that reality exists in the intense awareness of the self in its most agonized moments. In other words, Sexton claims that nothing is gained easily. She also argues that the sensitive artist must open his/her mind to the pain of life in an extraordinary fashion. In one of her letters to Frederick Morgan, she describes writing as life in capsule filled with "scratches" of life (Sexton and Ames 105) .
St. Augustine also relies heavily on some artificial memory that helps him recall the past agonies and anguishes of life. In Confessions, he asserts the notion of creating his confessional work depending on some fictional memory. He says, "this would I do (italics are mine) in my heart before Thee in confessions: and in my writing before many witnesses" (255). In the process of "doing" confessions, Augustine attempts to originate his work. Moreover, this work is done not only before God but before and for people as well. This creative process of memory, however, is referred to by Carl G. Vaught in his The Journey Toward God in Augustine's Confessions where he says:
Augustine moves from stealing to loving, from loving to false images, from false images to philosophical dualism, and from philosophical dualism to deceiving innocent people. Finally, as the emerging philosopher struggles to find rest from his wanderings, the death of his friend causes him to see death wherever he looks, and as he flees from his birthplace, he is unable to find God by reflecting on the beautiful and the fitting or to frame a concept of God that is adequate to express divine transcendence. (68) Similarly, Anne Sexton makes use of some innovative memory that helps in shaping and creating her Confessional art. Focusing on the bitterest experiences, Sexton relives her sorrows and anguishes. Her poetry illustrates the extraordinary role that memory plays in the process of creating a Confessional poem. In her deeper memory lie the shocking secret and private experiences of the lost poet who searches for a redefinition of the self as if she were an Augustine. Even in her poems of affirmation, one senses that her faith has been wrenched from out of the depth of her memory and the depth of her bitter soul. Nevertheless, because Sexton's poetry comes from the depth of her soul, the topics she often deals with are characterized by unusual frankness and sincerity. In her attempt to recall the most painful events residing in her deep memory, regardless of the problems that may emerge as a result of employing such bold recalled material, Sexton seems to be more sincere in her confessions than Augustine. Her unusual frankness and extraordinary sincerity in recalling the apparently harmful and shameful examples from her own life contribute to her being a unique talented Confessional poet.
To add, in his search for inner peace, Augustine engages the act of both oral and written confessions as psycho-therapeutic remedy. Like Anne Sexton, who was advised by her psychiatrist to continue writing poetry, one of Augustine's main goals of writing his Confessions is to get rid of the heavy spiritual burden of a sinful past. Another goal that links his work with Sexton's is to present it to the whole world; both Augustine and Sexton believe that most human beings share their experiences of anguish and sorrow and each one looks for one way or another to have rest and comfort. Yet, while Augustine makes use of the Christian tradition of the continuous and life-long process of confession as a means of relief and comfort, Sexton in her "Awful Journey Towards God," takes the opposite direction; she attempts to commit suicide several times. Believing that death is a passage toward relief and comfort, she dreams of it, she attempts to commit suicide several times, and finally she manages to gain it.
Importantly, because of the social and religious cruelties Sexton endured throughout her life, she tries to find out an outlet for her desperate life that has led to madness and hospitalization by writing poetry. Searching for a new Sexton, she says in "Her Kind": I, who was never quite sure about being a girl, needed another life, another image to remind me. And this was my worst guilt; you could not cure nor soothe it. I made you to find me. (34) In searching for truth and striving to convey this truth to the whole world, both Augustine and Sexton provide a chance of letting the audience participate in their experiences. This participation characterizes their works with publicity and impersonality rather than privacy and personality. When Augustine describes human motives and emotions and when he analyzes the inner human nature, he does not mean only himself but the other selves too. Also, Augustine's publicity rather than privacy has been discussed fully in Jacque Derrida's argument on the question of the "I" employed by the confessant. Derrida attempts to stress the fact that Augustine's "I" is not the author's; it is the "I" of a "performative." It is similar to the "I" found in "circumfession" (4-5).
Another remarkable example that proves the Confessional heritage and its strong impact on the modern Confessional mode is the poetry of Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672), America's first poet and one of the early American Puritans who tries to describe their familial sorrows and spiritual hardships in the new homeland. There are some basic characteristic traits that link the modern Confessional mode with Bradstreet's art: first, the heavy reliance on autobiographical material concerning the personal painful experiences of familial life; second, the societal injustices and religious debates in the Puritan community at that time; third, the therapeutic effect of her poetry because she sees writing as one of the means of relief from the nuances she faces in the new land; fourth, the function of memory that helps her recount some similar personal painful rather than joyful events; finally, the impersonalization of the personal as if she were an Augustine or a Sexton.
Some of Anne Bradstreet's personal poems are packed with autobiographical events and emotions which are chosen by the poet to convey her message to the new world around her. As a representative of the whole Puritan community, Bradstreet tackles the laments of her roles as a mother, wife and Puritan; awful and painful events preoccupied her mind during her settlement in the new land, where she has experienced hostile wilderness, familial frustrations, societal injustices, and religious challenges. Yet, Bradstreet's attitude toward these problems is different from Sexton's. While Bradstreet often declares her acceptance of the agonies of the new life depending on a strong belief in the Heavenly work of God, Anne Sexton seems to be less religious than her predecessor. One more difference is Bradstreet's careful control of the poetic form which is not seen in the free verse by Sexton.
Like Sexton, Bradstreet's autobiographical events are subjected to some modifications and change. Even when she employs allusions she intentionally transfers them into personal matters. Bradstreet's most private poems that depend on autobiographical events are: "The Prologue" which demonstrates the cruelty of the Puritan community, "Upon the Burning of Our House" which describes a personal crisis," "Upon a Fit of Sickness" where she speaks of her illnesses, "As Weary Pilgrim" which depicts a personal desire for immortality and other poems like "The Bird's Nest," "To My Dear Children,""To the Memory of My Dear Daughter-in-Law, Mrs. Mercy Bradstreet," "The Elegies on Her Grandchildren," and "In Reference to her children".
In "The Prologue," for example, Bradstreet expresses her sorrow over the cruel reaction of the Puritan community toward her writing:
I am obnoxious to each carping tongue Who says my hand a needle better fits. A Poet's pen all scorn I should thus wrong; For such despite they cast on female wits, If what I do prove well, it won't advanceThey'll say it's stolen, or else it was by chance. 3 (18) In "Upon the Burning of Our House," Bradstreet describes a wife who experiences the pain of the loss of her precious house. Her grief and sorrow over the devastated house is seen clearly in the opening couplet:
In silent night, when rest I took, For sorrows near I did not look. I wakened was with thundering noise And piteous shrieks of dreadful voice. That fearful sound of "fire!" and "fire!" Let no man know, is my desire. (343) In an autobiographical manner, the mother-daughter relationship expressed in Sexton's "The Double Image" is noticed in Bradstreet's relation with her mother in "The Four Ages of Man." Yet, while Sexton exposes her mother's abuse, Bradstreet appreciates the sacrifices her mother makes for her-sacrifices that she, as a mother, now knows intimately: My mother's breeding sickness I will spare, Her nine months' weary burthen not declare, To show her bearing pains I should do wrong, To tell those pangs which can't be told by tongue. With tears into the world I did arrive; My mother still did waste as I did thrive, Who yet, with love and all alacrity, Spending, was willing to be spent for me. With wayward cries I did disturb her rest, Who sought still to appease me with the breast; (62) Moreover, to Bradstreet as well as to Sexton, writing achieves comfort and relief. The loneliness Bradstreet experienced, particularly in Ipswich where she suffered from the long absence of her beloved husband Governor Simon Bradstreet, evoked her to compose one of the most private poems that it was too difficult to read in the Puritan community at that time. In this poem, she writes:
My head, my heart, mine eyes, my life,-nay, more, My joy, my magazine of earthly store,-If two be one, as surely thou and I. How stayest thou there, whilst I at Ipswich lie? (271) Although Bradstreet was responsible for a big family while her husband was on business in Boston, she was most fruitful with personal poems. Like Sexton, Bradstreet produces poetry out of her painful life. Bradstreet was away from her friends. She experienced lack of faith in God and a delay of having children, events that cost her many prayers and tears. To sum up, pain to Bradstreet plays a positive role in man's life; it corrects his sinful behavior by reminding him of his inherent corruption as it is seen by the Puritans. In her meditations entitled, "My Dear Children" (313-330), Bradstreet stresses the role of pain in her poetic career. In repeating the word "affliction," she refers to so many painful experiences of the conflicting human body and mind. To Bradstreet, "affliction" is a necessity in Christian life; it is a way toward salvation.
Moreover, within the personal poems Bradstreet wrote in her later verse, one notices an attempt to move from the personal to the impersonal. Bradstreet, as a Puritan woman writer, who lived in a patriarchal society, was a representative of all American women at that time. As a Puritan she had to prove that she was a careful mother, a faithful wife and a good educator in a very hard environment that she had not experienced in her older community. These duties were opposed to some spiritual and psychological struggles concerning free will and feminine rights: these conflicts, in fact, are not only hers but they are all Puritan women's as well.
In the "The Four Ages of Man," where Bradstreet recounts the sacrifices made by her mother, one notices that these sacrifices are applied to all women in general, although she identifies the experiences with her personality. In the "Childhood" part of the poem, one reads: My mother's breeding sickness I will spare, Her nine months' weary burthen not declare; To show her bearing pains I should do wrong, To tell those pangs which can't be told by tongue: With tears into the world I did arrive; My mother still did waste as I did thrive, Who yet, with love and all alacrity, Spending, was willing to be spent for me. With wayward cries I did disturb her rest, Who sought still to appease me with the breast; (62) Here, Bradstreet uses the personal "I" in phrases like "I will spare," "I should do wrong," "I did arrive," "I did thrive," and "I did disturb," to indicate her own awful private experiences in light of her mother's sacrificial experiences. Moreover, all these natural physical and spiritual sufferings of pregnancy, labor, birth, recovery, and breastfeeding are common experiences of all adult married women: this painful experience of motherhood is, in fact, a universal theme which emphasizes Bradstreet's interest in revealing what is public rather than what is private. This notion of impersonality is stressed by Mary Mason who argues that "it was the merging of her private consciousness with her collective consciousness that freed her to achieve her own unique identity as a poet. Her autobiography illustrates this merging and unifying process from the inner circle of husband, family, and community to the outer circle of God's providential creation" (40).
Furthermore, Anne Sexton's Confessional poetry echoes some of the poetry of the Metaphysical school of the seventeenth century. Andrew Marvell and John Donne are good examples. In their poetry one observes the employment of some personal experiences and autobiographical material. These two poets in particular use this technique to illustrate their apparently contradictory concepts of body and soul, life and death and physical and spiritual love. The most personal poems that have clear private experiences are the sonnets and the lyrics such as Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress," and Donne's "Batter My Heart Three Person'd Name". In Marvell's, one notices the most surprising hyperbole that reveals the poet's madness with an experience of a rejected love and a cruel beloved, while in Donne's, one sees the most thundering spiritual experience of a serious search for a new self. Also, the therapeutic effect of Confessional poetry is suggested in the two poems; Marvell's anguish and madness is expected to come to an end either as soon as he finishes writing the poem or with the acceptance of his love. Donne's spiritual struggle will surely come by God's heavenly work.
In Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress," the poet recognizes the limitations of time and tries to urge his beloved not to waste it. Then, flattering her, he declares his agitating lust with unusual exaggeration: Intentionally, trying to hide his personal overflowing lusty emotions, Marvell does not start the poem with "I." Yet, he cannot stand hiding for a long time. He soon packs the above lines with the confessional personal "I" which reflects his own private experience. This notion of privacy is discussed by Keith A. McDonald (2007) who argues that "we must also accept that however allusive such texts may be, notions of privacy are necessarily drawn into his verse" (85). It is true that in Marvell's poetry "one sees a biographical self-consciousness" (10).
In John Donne's "Batter My Heart Three Person'd Name," and other poems like "Hymne to God My God, in My Sickness," "A Hymne to God the Father," "A Valediction: of Weeping," and "The Good Morrow," private religious and secular experiences are the core of the poems. In "Batter My Heart," which is a representative example of devotional poetry, Donne seems to be confessing his sins to God and searching for penance and salvation. Like Confessional poets, he seeks a new life with a new identity. Addressing God in a very intimate and affectionate manner, Donne uses the most appealing demands by employing the imperatives, as in the following lines:
Batter my heart, three person'd God; for you As yet but knock; breathe, shine, and seek to mend; That I may rise and stand; o'erthrow me, and bend Your force, to break, blow, burn and make me new. 5 (162-163) In this poem as in most of his devotional poems, Donne portrays a self vexed by contraries. At the same time, these are hymns that can be used by every Christian who confesses his sins in order to gain forgiveness and spiritual renewal. Searching for forgiveness and renewal is a significant universal theme which is applied to the public rather than the private. Due to their duties as priests, religious poets often point to the whole church: all Christian community. Also, as religious men they sometimes aim at the assurance of the salvation of all people. This is done by employing their internal elements of human religious experience. It is their inner religious experiences that one sees in the contradictory themes of Metaphysical poetry: the Metaphysical poets almost always confess their spiritual conflicts embodied in continuous struggles between soul and body, life and death, and death and immortality.
Throughout their arguments, the Metaphysical poets often aim at achieving some therapeutic effect in their literary work. Secular or divine, the Metaphysical poem often ends with the recovery of the poet as well as his listener who often participates in the experience by the effect of the dramatic elements Metaphysical poets often use. Again, in the last lines of "Batter My Heart," Donne emphasizes the notion of spiritual freedom that is gained by struggling with God: "Take me to you, imprison me, for I, / Except you 'entrall me, never shall be free; / Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me" (163).
Even in the secular poems, one notices some therapeutic element especially in poems of the rejected love. If love is rejected, healing comes from practicing writing the poem or the song; and if accepted, healing comes from the power of the lady (Fitzpatrick 141) .
Built on the goal of achieving some therapeutic effect, this therapy is not meant to be related to the poet who has had the experience; it is meant to have its effect on the public, too. Most of Donne's and Marvell's poems are constructed on dialogues. These dialogues aim at evoking the listener to participate in the poet's experience in which he tries to wear a mask and hide himself as in Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress." Another example in which the Metaphysical poet strives to impersonalize his personal experience is Donne's "The Flea." In this poem, by using a small creature, Donne, wittily, juxtaposes diverse great universal themes like love, religion, life, death, and immortality. In fact, when one reads this poem, one sometimes forgets the persona behind the argument as is seen in the following lines:
This flea is you and I, and this Our marriage-bed, and marriage temple is; Though parents grudge, and you, we are met, And cloistered in these living walls of jet. (249) In addition, the Romantic poets are often preoccupied with self-interrogations and self condemnation characterized by the use of some autobiographical narrative relying heavily on their own fictional memory which is a principal characteristic feature of Confessional poetry in general and Anne Sexton's in particular. Lord Byron and William Wordsworth, whose poetry concentrate on the articulation and representation of its author's sinful and guilty self, are good examples. Attempting to find a more comprehensive definition of Confessional poetry, Alan Rawes, in "Byron's Confessional Pilgrimage," claims that Byron is a Confessional Romantic since his poetry expresses a "sense of his own sin"(121-136). Giving the example of Byron's "Childe Harold" as a representative of the Confessional Romantic work, this critic also agrees with McGann and quotes M. H. Abrams referring to "crisis autobiography," the "narrative of the private events of the individual mind," "mental or inner activity" and ending with the notion of the juxtaposition of the secular as well as the religious in Confessional poetry (121-136). Also, William Wordsworth's well-known theory of poetic creation that depends on "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings," proves that Romantic poetry in general and his own in particular is private and personal. This theory also implies that powerful feeling stored up in memory plays a central role in the Confessional mode. Poems like "She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways," and "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud" are good examples. The last line from Wordsworth's "She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways," suggests a sad personal experience that must have happened to the poet himself. In the poem, one reads:
She lived unknown, and few could know When Lucy ceased to be; But she is in her Grave, and, oh, The difference to me! 6 (96)
Here, in memory of his beloved's death, the poet mourns her, recalling the past days he spent in her company. Comparing the terrible effect of the incident on his own personality to the society around him, the poet manages to display the degree of the awfulness of the sad experience he has had. The poet's heart bleeds because of his beloved's absence and unfortunately no one consoles him. In other words, the poet's individualized anguish and sorrow is emphasized by the notion of being the only sufferer in the world. This poem echoes Jean-Jacque Rousseau's Confessions which is the foundation of Romantic Confessional poetry. In his Confessions, Rousseau says:
I will present myself before the sovereign judge with this book in my hand, and loudly proclaim, thus I have acted; these were my thoughts; such was I. With equal freedom and veracity have I related what was laudable or wicked, I have concealed no crimes, added no virtues; and if I have sometimes introduced superfluous ornament, it was merely to occupy a void occasioned by defect of memory. (12) Wordsworth does the same. Moments of sorrow and joy are juxtaposed in his poems. The causes of these personal experiences are also suggested in the poem. Through his company with nature which is a vital source of either happiness or sadness, Wordsworth manages to reflect his own dilemmas. Certainly, Wordsworth's experiences contribute to a remarkable transformation of his personality that often emerges in the end of the poem rather than the beginning.
Besides, in "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud," which is included in the imagination list of poems, Wordsworth depends highly on memory which participates in the poetic creation. In the last stanza, Wordsworth writes:
For oft, when on my couch I lie In vacant or in pensive mood, They flash upon that inward eye Which is the bliss of solitude, And then my heart with pleasure fills, And dances with the Daffodils. (169) Here, unlike the sorrowful experiences the poet has when he has separated from his beloved people or from nature, the joyous moments have been recalled. Therefore, like Rousseau, Wordsworth's confessional experiences are secular rather than religious; they are almost always based on some social background. These experiences play a significant part in developing his personality; they transfer him from a child into a man. As Eugene Stelzig puts it, "if not all Romantic writing is autobiography, much of it certainly confessional and autobiographical" (215-233).
Moreover, the Modern school of poetry, including T. S. Eliot, Walt Whitman, W. B. Yeats and others, cannot be overlooked when discussing Confessional poetry. Although it is argued by some critics that the Confessional mode of the 1950s emerged as a reaction to T. S. Eliot's theory of "impersonality," those poets themselves are often preoccupied with self-revelation and self-reconsideration in a Confessional manner. Most of these poets adopt, in one way or another, some autobiographical material that reveals their own past private experiences. Also, like Confessional poets, either religious or secular, they depend on some fictional memory, a concept that reminds one of Saint Augustine's or Rousseau's confessions. Even in their defense of the impersonalization of poetry, they come nearer to the Confessional poets.
Walt Whitman, for example, manages to celebrate his masculinity in the following lines from "Song of Myself": While in Whitman's poem, the reader notices a man full of masculine pride, in Sexton's the reader watches a woman full of feminine pride.
In another place, Whitman refers to sexual matters that were considered "taboo" in his time. In "A Woman Waits for Me" which reminds one of Sexton's bold talk about sex in her "When a Man Enters Woman," one reads the following erotic lines:
A woman waits for me-she contains all, nothing is lacking, Yet all were lacking, if sex were lacking, or if the moisture of the right man were clacking. (225) Importantly, these extracts show that both Whitman and Sexton resemble Rousseau's Confessions rather than St. Augustine's; in Rousseau's Confessions, the confessant seems to be more arrogant and more proud of his body. A confession of this type may change the confessant from a guilty person to a guiltier one. Unlike Augustine's Confessions which transfers the confessant from a sinner to a Saint, Sexton belongs to the former secular type; she remains till the end of her life rowing desperately for relief and recovery.
As for Anne Sexton's individual Confessional talent, it can be seen in her unusual poetic subjects, her shocking sexual images, her particular concepts of faith and her serious attempt to emphasize the popularity of her private experience. Beside the confessional traditional subjects such as mental illness, madness, and sense of guilt that have been dealt with by most conventional Confessional poets, Sexton deals with more courageous subjects that readers and critics have never seen before. Subjects of female and male organs, sexual activities, incest, and severe lack of faith are all tackled in her art. Surprisingly enough, Sexton uses shocking titles for her poems. These titles like "The Ballad of the Lonely Masturbator," "Menstruation at Forty," "In Celebration of My Uterus," "For My Lover, Returning to His Wife," "The Abortion," and "The Breast" prove that Sexton believes that poetry can be written on any subject without shame. Even in the religious poems where one expects complete respect and surrender to the Divine and anticipates some sacred praise and worship of God, Sexton surprises her readers by exposing some hidden unspeakable religious notions that reveal some conflicts within the believers rather than the unbelievers. Titles like "Jesus Awake," "Jesus Asleep," "Jesus Cooks" are good examples. Surely, Sexton sees that most of these subjects are the production of a troubled self, like any troubled self that longs for heartfelt confession, and poetry is the most appropriate means that can reveal all these secrets and desires with grim sincerity.
To illustrate her independent vision of life, death, and religion, Sexton uses shocking images that her contemporaries have not accustomed to. Boldly, she uses the sexual human organs that control both male and female lives as images as well as symbols that very few poets can employ in their art. In her poetry, one is bewildered by the employment of the uterus, the penis, the vagina, some different sexual acts and the Jesus who cooks and plays. Most of the poems in the Love Poems collection, for example, affirm female sexuality and the female body. In "For My Lover, Returning to His Wife," the speaker contrasts her position with that of her lover's wife with remarkable hostility. This contrast between the two women is summarized in the last two stanzas:
She is so naked and singular. She is the sum of yourself and your dream. Climb her like a monument, step after step. She is solid. As for me, I am a watercolor. I wash off. (131) In another shocking poem, "The Ballad of the Lonely Masturbator," the speaker is masturbating in a sorrowful manner, because of a pessimistic end. The poem also shows that masturbation is a desperate sexual attempt. The lines also refer to an unwelcome sexual revelation.
As for Sexton's original concepts of faith, she seems to be a unique sincere Confessional religious poet who confesses truthfully. Sexton believes that God can be manifested in anything. She goes farther than one of the most religious poets, namely Gerard Manley Hopkins, who sees God in every beautiful natural phenomenon. Surprisingly, she sees God in sexual activities. She also sees Him in herself as an artist as well as a human being. To her God allows everything, accepts everything, knows everything, practices everything and controls everything with the participation of His human creatures. That is why she sometimes looks at herself as God: she can be perfect because God is perfect; she can be sacred because God is sacred. Here, Sexton goes behind some of the traditional religious poets who only reveal God as a creator who lives in isolation. Sexton almost always attempts to humanize and sexualize God and bring him nearer to human beings. Her God is a lover not in a traditional religious manner, but a lover who participates in every human activity.
To explain, in her three collections, The Book of Folly (1972) , The Death Notebooks (1974) , and The Awful Rowing Toward God (1975) , Anne Sexton declares the invention of her own religious belief and her own image of private faith. These books can be seen as a critical confessional examination of a private Christian faith: it is the faith of the depressed and desperate feminine personality. This despair is supported by some physical images that emphasize mortality rather than immortality; misunderstanding rather than understanding; and miscommunication rather than communication. She also affirms the notion of humanizing every religious figure either male or female. In "Jesus Suckles," for example, Jesus depicts his physical relation with Mary. The poem begins with the image of Christ at his mother's breast:
Mary, your great white apples make me glad. I feel your heart work its machine and I doze like a fly. (191) The same notion is repeated in the following lines:
No, No. All lies. I am small and you hold me. You give me milk and we are the same and I am glad. (191) In secularized and sexualized terms, Sexton addresses Christ and tries to emphasize his mortality by referring to his body parts. In her poem, "The Jesus Papers," which reveals her special relationship with Christ, Sexton insistently humanizes and secularizes Jesus. She sometimes considers Christ's death "a personal matter." This idea is also suggested in "Consorting with Angels," where she observes: "I'm no more a woman / than Christ was a man." Also, Sexton's "Jesus Awake" and "Jesus Asleep" are poems which reflect Sexton's own vision of Christ the man. She hardly refers to the Christian belief that Jesus is the incarnated God whose body is holly and void of all defects. In "Jesus Asleep," to emphasize the notion of lack of communication in familial life, she writes: and because He had not known Mary they were united at His death, the cross to the woman, in a final embrace, poised forever like a centerpiece. (193) Even in her search for God, she employs the image of the terrible journey that ends with frustration rather than hope. From the title "The Awful Rowing Toward God," one expects that her journey will be unfinished or will be finished in despair. Undoubtedly, Sexton is seen as a believer who attempts to revise the Christian belief. She always strives for reconciling reason with faith. She desires a belief that matches her experience as a woman. Sometimes, she attempts to revise the patriarchal God and searches for Him but her search is often thwarted. And when she finds Him, she sees Him in the bathroom. Thus, to Sexton, God is seen in anything and in any activity. Boldly enough, in "The Fury of Cocks" she depicts a man and a woman making love:
When they fuck they are God. When they break away they are God. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . All the cocks of the world are God. blooming, blooming, blooming into the sweet blood of woman. (213) Truly, her search for God is an unusual individualized process.
In her treatment of special subjects and individualized images, Sexton attempts to narrow the gap between herself and all humanity around her, emphasizing the role of women in human life. When she uses the uterus as an image, she collects all humanity within one place; the uterus is the first place where a human being starts his/her life. Also, the image in the "The Breasts" reminds one of the first food that all human beings should have in the beginning of their lives in order to live healthfully. Even in "The Abortion" poem, which seems to be a death poem, Sexton suggests her preference to life rather than death; the image of "this baby that I bleed" (56), reflects the poet's torment of a hidden question: "Why abortion?" However, Sexton's confession in this poem is devoid of catharsis and forgiveness. Therefore, Sexton invents images that do not help her achieve an easy forgiveness. For her, abortion is a crime of murder against all humanity.
The publicity of her poetry can be understood through most of her images that confirm her being a sinner rather than a saint: a notion that reflects the emotions of a great deal of Christian confessants who always feel that they are sinners and in need of continuous confession. This type of image is seen clearly in an early poem, "With Mercy for the Greedy": "My friend, I was born / doing reference work in sin, and born / confessing it" (58). In another place, she says, "I write very personal poems but I hope that they will become the central theme to someone else's private life" (Colburn 50). Yet, Sexton's use of female rather than male images emphasizes her awareness of the fact that a woman has both sexes: male and female. Prejudicially, she concludes that women's private experiences must be manifested without shame because women seem to be more effective and more powerful in the process of reproduction and regeneration.
To conclude, Anne Sexton's poetry is a good example that supports T. S. Eliot's theory of tradition and the individual talent. Sexton's Confessional poems which include some unusual subjects relate her to the ancient Confessional works of the past and demonstrate her original poetic talent. As it has been explained in the discussion of this paper, Sexton is compared with St. Augustine of Hippo and JeanJacques Rousseau who are pioneers in the history of Confessional literature. Also, like the American Puritan woman poet, Anne Bradstreet, Sexton proves that she can face the social and religious cruelties and hardships of her community in bold Confessional poems without fear or shame. Besides, the paper has illustrated how Sexton is as secular and religious as Andrew Marvel and John Donne: two of the most famous British Metaphysical poets. Moreover, in her Confessional attempts, Sexton has been linked with some Romantic poets like William Wordsworth. Furthermore, in her celebration of the body, she reminds her readers and listeners of one of the most remarkable Modernists, Walt Whitman, who is often described as the poet of the body. On the other hand, Sexton's individual talent has been demonstrated in her unusual and unconventional use of shocking sexual and religious imagery in order to convey her spiritual and physical anguish with grim sincerity.
